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It is an oft-heard refrain in schools: “These 
schools lack the capacity they need.” Or, 
“We need to build capacity in schools so that 
students can achieve.” In district offices, 
statehouses, and elsewhere, the sentiment is 
repeated in various forms, but the term 
“capacity” is almost always used. But what 
do education leaders mean when they use 
the word capacity? Some people use the 
word to mean the intangible behaviors or 
characteristics that are needed for a school to 
improve, while others use capacity as a 
synonym for ability or knowledge. 
Meanwhile, economists often talk about 
capacity in terms of quantities or outcomes 
that an organization is able to produce. 

Given the nearly ubiquitous use of the term 
in education policy discourse, we offer a 
common framework for analyzing capacity 
that educators, policymakers, and 
researchers alike can apply and understand 
with consistency. Our goal is not to 
provide an easy, new, one-sentence 
definition, but rather to create a shared 
language that can be applied to research and 
improvement efforts in schools. In this 
Policy Brief, we break capacity down into 
component parts, explaining how each one 
builds off the next and contributes to the 
overall concept. Our hope is that the four 
research-based components we suggest - 
human capital, social capital, program 


coherence, and resources (building on 
Hatch, 2009; Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2000; 
Spillane & Thompson, 1997; Corcoran & 
Goertz, 1995) — will stimulate discussion of 
a widely accepted meaning of capacity in 
both research and practice. 

Our secondary goal is to demonstrate what 
it means to be a high-, medium-, or low- 
capacity school. Accordingly, we apply our 
components-based definition to data 
collected from 1 1 schools in Pennsylvania. 
After using the approach designed to assess 
school capacity, we classify each school as 
high, medium, or low and identify themes 
from the three resulting groups. This 
applied analysis allows us to provide a 
descriptive illustration of the strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and challenges of 
each classification. 

Our data are drawn from a larger three-year 
CPRE study of school responses to 
accountability in Pennsylvania. In that 
study, schools were randomly selected for 
in-depth case studies based on their 
performance on the state standardized test 
and whether they were elementary or high 
schools. The resulting sample contains a 
wide breadth of schools. The common 
thread, however, is that nine of the schools 
were identified by the state, under 
guidelines required by No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB), as needing to improve 
their scores on the state test following the 
2007-2008 school year. In other words, 
these are precisely the schools for which 
capacity levels matter greatly. 

To summarize our findings; we found that 
our components-based definition of 
capacity could be easily and clearly applied 
to our sample of schools. When looking in 
depth at the themes that emerged from 
these groups, we found that performance 
on the state test did not necessarily 
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correlate well with capacity levels — our sample 
contained high-performing schools with relatively 
low levels of capacity, as well as low-performing 
schools with high levels of capacity. (Though it 
would be useful to know whether capacity was 
related to the value added by schools; that question 
remains to be answered by future research.) Finally, 
we were able to identify the unique challenges and 
opportunities of the mid-capacity schools, which is a 
set of schools that is often overlooked as 
policymakers focus on the most struggling schools. 

The implications for these findings are important for 
practitioners and policymakers alike. For the 
practitioner, a common framework for analyzing 
capacity allows for improved pinpointing of school 
weaknesses and better targeting of improvement 
strategies. By breaking capacity into its component 
parts, practitioners may also realize that pursuing 
efforts in one area of weakness may not be enough — 
in some schools, efforts may need to take place in 
several of the four capacity components in order to 
produce meaningful changes. Policymakers and 
other education stakeholders also benefit, as a 
common definition will allow them to consider new 
ways of improving schools with greater 
understanding and specificity. If policymakers were 
to consider school capacity levels prior to the 
selection or implementation of an improvement 
program, it may help to improve the appropriateness 
of the program selected, as well as the 
implementation of the program. 
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School Capacity 
for Improvement 


Education experts have long been grappling with the 
concept of capacity in schools. Their definitions vary 
in terms of the outcome variable of interest (i.e. 
capacity for what?) and the unit of analysis (i.e. capacity 
for whom?). In terms of the outcome variable, some 
authors (Spillane & Thompson, 1997; Corcoran & 
Goertz, 1995) describe capacity as the discrete 
characteristics that enable a school to bring about 
effective change, while others (Hatch, 2009; 
Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2000) define capacity 
more specifically as the “collective competency” or 
“investment” necessary for a school to improve in a 
meaningful way. In their work on instructional 
capacity, Corcoran and Goertz (1995) define capacity 
in terms of economics, describing it as “the optimal 
amount of production that can be obtained from a 
given set of resources and organizational 
arrangements.” Authors also differ slightly in their 
unit of analysis. While Hatch, as well Corcoran and 
Goertz, examine instructional capacity at the school 
level, Spillane and Thompson examine capacity at the 
level of the school district. Taking a slighdy different 
approach, O’Day, Goertz, and Floden (1995) frame 
their definition in the context of standards-based 
reform, defining capacity as the ability of the system 
of the state-district-school as a whole to enable 
students to meet academic standards. 

As we work to develop a comprehensive definition of 
capacity, we set forth our own guidelines about our 
frame and unit of analysis. Since we examine capacity 
in the context of the performance-based 
accountability system set forth in NCLB, we are 
interested in capacity in the service of improving 
student performance. And, while we recognize the 
potential importance of district offices, state education 
agencies, and support organizations in improving 
student performance, our unit of analysis is the school 
as the organizational unit of most direct importance. 

Using a literature-based definition of school capacity, 
we identify four main components of capacity: 
human capital, social capital, program coherence, and 
resources (Hatch, 2009; Elmore, 2000; Fullan, 2000; 
Spillane & Thompson, 1997; Corcoran & Goertz, 
1995). Each of these components is defined and 
discussed below. 
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The Four Components of Capacity 

• HUMAN CAPITAL: The knowledge, 
skills, commitment, disposition, and 
intellectual ability of the members of 
a school's staff; 

• SOCIAL CAPITAL: The intangible 
network of relationships that fosters 
unity and trust within a school's staff; 

• PROGRAM COHERENCE: The 
degree to which instruction, 
resources, and staff in the school are 
coordinated and integrated into a 
common framework; and, 

• RESOURCES: The physical or 
organizational tools that a school has 
at its disposal to make its 
improvement goals a reality. 


Human Capital. Human capital can be roughly 
defined as the knowledge, skills, commitment, 
disposition, and intellectual ability of the members 
of a school’s staff (Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2000; 
Spillane & Thompson, 1997; Corcoran & Goertz, 
1995). Put in very simple terms, human capital is 
the amount that a school benefits from having each 
individual working there, each person with his or 
her own strengths, weaknesses, and preferences. 
Although research is inconclusive on the degree to 
which teacher inputs - such as salaries, experience, 
or credentials — matter in terms of student 
achievement, there is some evidence to suggest that 
teachers’ basic skills and subject-matter content 
knowledge are predictors of student performance 
(Rockoff, Jacob, Kane, & Staiger, 2008; Hill, 2007). 
As such, augmenting human capital would 
necessitate an investment in the individual staff 
members. All else being equal, a school in which 
teachers have high levels of content knowledge, are 
committed to the school goals, and are deployed 
effectively will have higher capacity than a school 
without these features. However, human capital 
alone does not create school capacity — human 


capital must be encouraged and developed in 
concert with other critical components, particularly 
that of social capital. 

Social Capital. Social capital — which has a huge 
literature base all its own — is the component of 
capacity that is inherent in the relationships between 
and among individuals in the school (Hatch, 2009; 
Spillane & Thompson, 1997). In their work on 
relational trust in schools, Bryk and Schneider 
(2002) list four elements that make up social capital: 
the fostering of mutual understanding, the 
development of collective competence, the fostering 
of care and concern among staff, and support for 
integrity and the alignment to mutual goals. 
Similarly, Gamoran, Gunter, and Williams (2005) 
cite the hallmarks of social capital as trust, 
reciprocity, the flow of information, and support for 
emerging norms. As mentioned above, social capital 
is closely linked to human capital — without social 
capital, the skills and expertise of staff are not shared 
and therefore remain trapped at the individual level 
and cannot be leveraged for ongoing organizational 
improvement. In their recendy published book, 
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) combine the two 
concepts of human and social capital into one 
concept that they call “professional capital,” which 
they believe can have a transformative effect on 
school and system-wide improvement. There is 
some evidence to suggest that they are correct, as 
Bryk and Schneider (2002) have found that schools 
in which staff is well trained and trust levels were 
high were more likely to experience student 
performance gains. 

Program Coherence. Program coherence is 
explicitly mentioned in some discussions of school 
capacity and left out of the equation by others. 
Among the four components discussed here, its 
meaning has been the least explicated in previous 
literature. The clearest definition is provided by 
Newmann et al. (2001), who describe program 
coherence as being present when three conditions 
are met within a school. First, the school must 
possess common instructional frameworks that guide 
teaching, learning, curriculum and assessment. 
Second, working conditions for staff in the school 
must support the incorporation of the instructional 
frameworks into practice. Third, the school must 
devote the necessary time and resources to fully 
implement the common instructional frameworks. 
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Newmann et al. (2000) sum up program coherence 
as “the extent to which the schools’ programs for 
student and staff learning are coordinated, focused 
on clear learning goals, and sustained over a period 
of time” (p. 5). What these descriptions highlight is 
that simply having the highly skilled and 
knowledgeable staff who related well to each other 
is not enough — instructional programs must be 
carefully woven into the existing instructional fabric 
in order to become effective learning tools. Similar 
to the findings for social capital, Newmann et al. 
(2001) report that higher levels of program 
coherence are also associated with student 
performance gains. 

Resources. The resource component of capacity is 
a bit unlike the others. Whereas the defining 
characteristics of human capital, social capital, and 
program coherence are clearly identified in the 
literature, there are no agreed upon characteristics of 
capacity-building resources. Newmann et al. (2001) 
list the resources that schools with high capacity 
usually possess, including high-quality curriculum, 
instructional material, assessment instruments, 
classroom technology, and workspace. Others, such 
as Corcoran and Goertz (1995), expand the scope of 
resources to include organizational factors such as 
adequate staffing levels, instructional support, 
professional development, and class size. The reason 
for these discrepancies is that resources only build 
school capacity if they are used properly and in a 
way that supports the other three components. In 
other words, physical resources alone are inanimate 
objects; it is when they are deployed in support of 
the other forms of capacity that they allow the 
school to improve. 

Data 


Our study sample consists of 1 1 elementary and 
secondary schools throughout Pennsylvania that 
were selected for in-depth site visits to better 
understand school improvement efforts and the 
context in which they occur. From an 
accountability standpoint, most schools in the 
sample (9 out of 11) were identified by the state as 
in need of improvement due to performance of at 
least one subgroup following the 2007-2008 school 
year. Schools were selected using a stratified random 
sample, but also took into account student 


demographics and geographic location to ensure 
statewide representation. The interviews for this 
study took place during the spring of 2009. 

Qualitative case study data were gathered from these 
1 1 schools through in-person interviews with school 
principals, administrative staff, teachers, and other 
support personnel. The number of interviewees in 
each school ranged from five to ten people. All 
interviewees were asked basic background questions 
about their school’s context, including explanations 
for student performance, the nature of the 
surrounding community and internal school culture. 
Interviewees were then asked in-depth questions 
about the various activities and strategies underway 
in the school in response to the performance-based 
accountability pressures set forth in NCLB. 

Applying the 

Literature-Based 

Definitions 

The four components of capacity oudined above 
create a blueprint for a framework that can be 
applied in school-level analyses. The capacity 
components contain many overlapping features and 
are, in some cases, mutually reinforcing. For 
example, program coherence requires the integration 
of various services within the school and is greatly 
improved if the school possesses a well-prepared staff 
(human capital), as well as shared norms and goals 
(social capital). Similarly, resources should be viewed 
as important tools in bolstering the other three 
components of capacity. Therefore, resource 
deployment must be analyzed by the extent to 
which the resources in question were used to 
reinforce a comprehensive notion of school capacity. 

Using these four components as an analysis frame, 
we looked at each of our 1 1 schools to determine 
whether they were high-, medium-, or low-capacity 
schools. To do this, we applied a formal rubric that 
aggregated school ratings for each of the capacity 
components described above to create an overall 
capacity rating. To our knowledge, this is the 
first attempt to formally categorize schools as 
high-, medium-, or low-capacity based on a formal 
framework and rubric. The process contained 
three steps. 
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First, responses from the individual interviews were 
aggregated to the school level, with each school rated 
as to the presence or absence of the identified sub- 
components of capacity (taken from the literature- 
based definitions above). Within the human capital 
component, we looked at the individual staff 
members’ explicit strategies for student learning, as 
well as their familiarity with (and adherence to) the 
school goals and mission. For the social capital 
component, we looked at staff members’ collective 
understanding of the school goals and mission, as well 
as the degree of communication within the school 
and between the school and the community. For the 
program coherence component, we looked at the 
degree of alignment of supplemental services, the 
degree of integration of instructional frameworks, and 
the quality of the curriculum. Finally, for the 
resources component, we looked at the quality of the 
curriculum, the adequacy of school facilities, the 
student-to-teacher ratios and staffing levels within the 
school, and the quality of professional development. 

In the second step, we linked the ratings of each 
sub-component to the four key components of 
capacity — human capital, social capital, resources, 
and program coherence - and assigned a rating of 
high, medium, or low in each component area. 
Finally, we aggregated school ratings in each of the 
four components once more to obtain an overall 
school capacity rating. High ratings were reserved 
for those schools that exhibited high levels in at 
least two of the capacity components and no low 
ratings in the other two categories. Low-capacity 
schools were those with low ratings in at least two of 
the categories. The remaining schools fall in the 
medium range. 

Using this method, the 1 1 schools in our sample 
were categorized as follows: four schools rated as 
“high,” four schools as “medium,” and three 
schools as “low.” Once schools had been 
categorized on the basis of their overall capacity 
levels, the next step was to look at themes within 
capacity categories to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of what it means to be a high-, 
medium-, or low-capacity school. 

Interestingly, we found no relationship between 
school performance, or Adequate Yearly Progress 
(AYP) status under NCLB, and school capacity as 
measured with this framework. For example, there 
was one school in our sample that has made AYP for 


many years and was found to be a medium-capacity 
school, while another school that failed to make 
AYP in multiple subgroups was found to be a high- 
capacity school. The absence of a relationship 
between capacity and performance status will be 
discussed further in the summary section of this brief. 

High Capacity. Beginning with the high-capacity 
schools, we found that these schools were well 
positioned with regard to all of the capacity 
components. In terms of human capital, they all had 
highly dedicated staff that had a clear vision of the 
schools’ goals for their students. Teachers were 
highly committed to their students’ success in school 
and they reported receiving support in various forms 
— through formal and informal mentoring, in- 
services, the assistance of support staff, and 
supplemental learning material. Teachers felt that 
they would be supported in the future should they 
need additional help. 


"They are friendly people, caring people 
and the kind of school I envisioned 
when I thought about being a principal. 
That it would be a school where 
folks cared about one another and 
cared about the kids that were in the 
building and did their best to make it 
a family environment." 

- Principal of a high-capacity elementary school. 


mm 

In terms of social capital, these schools all nurtured a 
strong team environment. As the principal of one 
high-capacity school put it: "I look forward every 
morning; I wake up and can't wait to come here. 
There are quite a large amount of us who come in 
at 7 :00 in the morning. We don't have to be here 
until 8:20 and a lot of us stay after. We just do what 
we need to do but we like being around each other; 
we like to socialize together; we are really close.” 
Staff in all four schools reported that they met 
regularly to discuss instructional strategies, program 
implementation, student data, and other issues. For 
elementary schools, these meetings were conducted 
through grade-level team meetings, and for high 
schools they were usually done by subject area. 

Three of the four high-capacity schools had formal 
structures in place to facilitate collaboration, such as 
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Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) or 
common preparation periods for teachers. The 
feeling among staff in all four schools was that they 
were working together toward common goals, and 
were ready to step in and support any member of 
the staff who was struggling. 

In terms of program coherence, teachers in the 
high-capacity schools reported that they made 
efforts to align their instruction with that of their 
colleagues. The high-capacity schools also worked 
to identify struggling students and provide 
remediation and support services that were 
appropriate for their needs and aligned to the 
instructional and curricular programs already in 
place in the schools. Although all four schools had 
active remediation programs, two excelled in this 
area by instituting Response-to-Intervention (Rtl) 
systems for identifying and targeting struggling 
students. These Rtl programs used benchmark 
testing data to identify struggling students in a 
particular area, which the school would then use to 
target remediation on a one-to-one basis. 

In terms of resources, three of the four schools were 
from high-wealth districts and reported that they 
had ample materials to support their educational 
goals. One high-capacity school did not have access 
to expensive materials and had low-achieving 
students. While students in other high-capacity 
schools were using technology resources almost at a 
one-to-one level, teachers in this school had to sign 
up for a laptop cart, which was wheeled from 
classroom to classroom and in very high demand. In 
the other schools, class sizes were generally small and 
support staff was robust, while the chief complaint of 
teachers in this school was that class sizes were far 
too big and that the school lacked language support 
for incoming immigrant refugee students. Despite 
its relative lack of resources, this school with low- 
achieving students was still able to draw upon the 
high levels of social capital in the school to leverage 
the scant resources at its disposal and use them to 
support its mission and goals. This accomplishment 
was especially noteworthy because this school had 
failed to meet its accountability goals in several areas. 
While the relatively low academic performance of 
its students on the state tests might in other schools 
become a source of overwhelming anxiety or stress, 


the staff in this school chose to view their 
accountability status as a rallying point for collective 
action for improvement. 

Medium Capacity. The medium-capacity schools 
are perhaps the most difficult group of schools to 
characterize, which may also explain why they are 
seldom discussed in other research. These schools 
are often overlooked in discussions of schoolwide 
capacity, perhaps because some of the schools in the 
set can appear to be like low-capacity schools, 
whereas others can appear to be like high-capacity 
schools. Given the diversity of capacity 
characteristics, it is more difficult to find 
commonalities among the medium-capacity schools. 
In our sample of four medium-capacity schools, 
however, we did find some commonalities worthy 
of discussion. 

In terms of human and social capital, the theme that 
emerged from the data was that all four schools had 
at least one staff member who emerged as a 
champion of student learning and played a critical 
role in defining the culture of the school. This is 
different from both the high-capacity schools and 
the low-capacity schools. Champions may have 
existed in high-capacity schools, but their efforts did 
not stand out dramatically from the staff s collective 
pursuit of shared goals. Low-capacity schools, on 
the other hand, lacked vocal champions of 
organizational improvement; people may have had 
lofty individual goals, but they did not translate to 
the goals of the school as a whole. The medium- 
capacity schools in our sample were distinguished 
from the rest because these champions manifested a 
potential for collective commitment to shared goals 
that had not yet been fully realized. 

Low levels of social capital within the medium- 
capacity schools made it difficult for these 
champions to successfully meet their goals, however. 
In one medium-capacity high school, teachers were 
highly skeptical of the motives of the administrative 
team, and administrators felt that they were missing 
out on opportunities to engage the staff in 
collaborative efforts. One administrator at this 
school noted the following: 
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"People look at the building and go, 

'it must be the best place around.' I 
think there is a lot of room for growth 
among all staff members, including 
administrators, all of us across the 
board. There are phenomenal people 
here but I don't think their potential has 
been tapped fully... .At the staff level, I 
think it is a matter of learning the 
expertise of other staff members; to 
actually get a chance to share what is 
going on; get rid of the isolation that is 
typically in the classroom." 

- Administrator at a medium-capacity 
high school. 


~ ... ^ r - f 

In another school, the champion for student 
achievement was the coordinator for a curriculum 
program, which was disliked by most of the teaching 
and administrative staff. Champions of change in 
medium-capacity schools tried to improve the 
quality of teaching and learning (and some did get 
some traction in establishing shared norms and 
values), but their efforts were ultimately stymied by a 
general lack of faith in the programs for 
improvement and in other leadership or colleagues 
in the schools. While it is possible that these 
champions of change might one day reach the 
“tipping point” and make their individual goals into 
schoolwide goals, they had not been able to reach 
this point yet, which stymied their school’s overall 
capacity for change. 

In terms of program coherence, the medium- 
capacity schools exemplified a culture focused on 
integrating skills and instructional frameworks, but 
only across a narrow set of parameters. These schools 
seemed keen on making test preparation strategies 
uniform across the curriculum, for example using 
“problems of the day” or “adopting an assessment 
anchor.” Rarely, however did these efforts touch the 
instructional core of learning. The same could be 
said for supplemental services. Afterschool programs 
and in-school tutoring were both highly focused on 
improving student achievement on the state 
standardized test. Cohesion existed mostly around 
tested subjects, tested grades, and the set of “bubble 
students” who might be able to improve their scores 
with minimal input. 


Finally, in terms of resources, all four schools seemed 
to have generally high-capacity facilities, adequate 
staffing levels, and readily available professional 
development opportunities. Most of the schools had 
a high-quality, research-based curriculum in place as 
well, although in two of these schools the 
curriculum was severely undermined by the staff s 
disdain for its instructional approach. Regardless, it 
appeared that medium-capacity schools all had a 
reasonable level of resources. That said, the potential 
for resources to be used in a way that improved 
human capital, social capital, or program coherence 
was usually left untapped. 

Low Capacity. Finally, we turn our attention to 
the low-capacity schools. If the high-capacity 
schools were those in which teamwork and shared 
goals prevailed, the low-capacity schools could be 
described as possessing the opposite outlook - 
efforts were disjointed, staff was isolated from one 
another, morale was low, and non-instructional 
issues such as student discipline and facility 
maintenance seemed to trump concerns about the 
quality of instruction. 

In terms of human capital, a recurring theme in our 
three low-capacity schools was that teachers and staff 
felt that their efforts to improve the quality of 
instruction would be useless no matter how hard 
they tried. Staff frequently attributed poor student 
performance to factors outside of their control, such 
as changing community dynamics or demographics, 
the faltering economy, and low levels of parental 
involvement. They had trouble articulating school 
goals aside from the immediate goal of making AYP 
on the state standardized test. Despite the generally 
low levels of commitment to school goals or 
strategies for improving student learning [elements 
of human capital], a small subset of teachers existed 
in two low-capacity elementary schools who 
articulated strategies to help their own students. 
These teachers felt personally accountable to their 
students, and were much less likely than their 
colleagues to blame outside community factors for 
their students’ lackluster achievement levels. These 
teachers are evidence of the fact that low-capacity 
schools may still possess motivated and goal-oriented 
teachers, but that their efforts are highly isolated. 

Social capital was predictably low in our three low- 
capacity schools. Teachers worked independently 
from one another, reporting that there was simply 
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no time in the school schedule to align instruction, 
share and discuss student progress, or address 
instructional challenges or concerns with their 
colleagues. This low level of social capital meant 
that the skills and abilities of teachers could not be 
harnessed in a way that could improve instructional 
quality across grade levels or subjects. As a result, 
some staff members with the potential to contribute 
to the school were left as untapped resources. 

Program coherence was also predictably low in these 
schools, given the disconnected nature of nearly all 
other activities and programs. When teachers do not 
communicate and animosity exists between factions 
of the staff, it becomes extremely difficult to 
coordinate common instructional frameworks or 
align supplemental services. None of the three low- 
capacity schools had any sort of integrated, sustained 
instructional frameworks in place, nor did they have 
coordinated remediation or afterschool programs for 
struggling students. A teacher at one school 
explained that the school’s strategy was simply to 
pair up struggling students with teachers on their 
free periods, working on either remediation or basic 
test taking strategies. There were no materials or 
guidelines for these remediation periods. 

Meanwhile, the principal would sit down with 
struggling students every once in a while and give 
them a pep talk so that they would feel more 
confident on test day. Although teachers appreciated 
these pep talks, they did not include explicit 
strategies to improve learning. As this school’s 
strategy shows, low-capacity schools in our sample 
instituted short-term and ad hoc programs, hoping 
that they would meet the diverse needs of their 
students without necessitating a formal approach to 
reforming instruction. 

In terms of resources, low-capacity schools 
frequently pointed out the poor quality of the 
school facilities, large class sizes, and lack of 
curriculum and professional development support. 
Staff in one school, which had a high-quality 
standardized curriculum and ample access to 
professional development resources, blamed low 
morale and achievement on the fact that the school 
was “filthy.” The janitor had left the previous year 
and the school district had yet to replace him. 
Meanwhile, staff in another school complained — 
accurately — that their curriculum was woefully out 
of date. They needed new textbooks that were 
aligned to the state standards if they were to be 


expected to improve the quality of their instruction, 
yet the district appeared unsympathetic to their 
concerns. Finally, our third low-capacity school 
blamed low student achievement on an exodus of 
veteran teachers the year before and administrative 
inconsistencies — there had been three principals in 
as many years. 

Summary 


The descriptions above of high-, low-, and medium- 
capacity schools show that the framework composed 
of the four components described at the start of this 
policy brief captures quite well the commonalities 
that exist among schools within one capacity rating. 
High-capacity schools usually possessed highly 
committed staff, shared school norms, highly 
integrated and aligned instructional frameworks, and 
ample resources. Low-capacity schools were on the 
other end of the spectrum, with fewer teachers 
exhibiting a strategy to improve student learning, 
low levels of cohesion among staff, poorly 
articulated school norms, poorly integrated 
instructional frameworks, and a general dearth of 
resources. Medium-capacity schools, on the other 
hand, exhibited a mix of capacity characteristics that 
belied the schools’ potential for improvement if 
critical investments were to be made to support 
instructional and organizational efforts within the 
schools and help to create a shared mission and 
goals. Furthermore, findings from the medium- 
capacity schools show that they are distinct from 
either the high or the low capacity schools, 
suggesting that future discussions of capacity would 
benefit from the inclusion of, and perhaps even a 
focus on, the medium-capacity group. 

Additionally, we found that capacity levels do not 
always accord with identified school performance 
levels, as indicated by students’ scores on the state 
standardized tests. As mentioned earlier, one of 
schools labeled as “high capacity” was also a school 
that was failing to make AYP in multiple subgroup 
areas on the state test. This discrepancy suggests that 
school capacity may be a precursor to student 
performance gains or losses, rather than simply being 
a correlated measure. Although one might expect a 
high-capacity school to also be a high-performing 
school (and, in most cases, we found this to be true), 
the exceptions to the rule demonstrate that capacity 
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is just that — it is the potential that a school has to 
improve over time. Additionally, the most 
commonly used school performance measures 
(including those used in this analysis) do not convey 
the improvement that schools may show over time 
or the value they are adding to student learning. 
These “growth” measures are more likely to 
correlate with capacity than the “status” measures 
that are used currently. 

Any findings about the capacity levels of schools are, 
of course, only as good as the measurement and 
rating tools used to assess capacity in the first place. 
While we believe our rating tools to be robust, there 
are a couple of caveats that are worthy of mention. 
First, in the human capital component of capacity, 
our study contained no measure of teacher 
competence. This omission was not accidental; 
rather, it is a reflection of the fact that there 
currently exists no universally agreed-upon 
definition or measurement of teacher competence in 
the education literature. Since we did not feel that 
we had a way to accurately measure competence, we 
omitted it from our data collection and subsequent 
analysis. Future research, however, might lead to the 
development of more widely supported measures of 
individual competency, which in turn would 
strengthen future capacity ratings of schools. 

Another limitation of the study is that the four 
components of capacity are, as explained before, 
overlapping and mutually reinforcing concepts. It is 
also difficult to imagine a school that completely 
lacks capacity in only a single component area. One 
might argue, for example, that without physical 
resources it is impossible to create capacity in any of 
the other three component areas. Similarly, one 
could argue that without a modicum of human 
capital, none of the other areas matters for schools — 
most school leaders would agree that all the trust, 
coherence, and resources in the world cannot make 
up for a truly mediocre staff. The same arguments 
could be made for the other two component areas as 
well. While parsing out the four areas as separate 
components of capacity facilitates accurate analysis 
and the development of improvement strategies, we 
recognize that the interconnected nature of these 
elements means that they should not be considered 
in isolation. 


Policy Implications 

These limitations notwithstanding, there are 
important benefits that can be reaped from the 
adoption of a common working framework for 
capacity, both for school-level personnel and for 
policymakers alike. At the school level, establishing 
a common framework allows education stakeholders 
to use the term with greater specificity and 
increased understanding. Using the framework 
described here, if an administrator were to say, “We 
want to get better and improve our scores, but we 
just don’t have the capacity,” a suitable response 
might be, “Flow so? In what area do you feel that 
capacity is lacking?” Better targeting of the 
problem can lead to better solutions for schools and 
other education entities that are looking to improve 
their performance. 

Another benefit of the components-based definition 
and framework for school-level personnel is that it 
demonstrates the interconnected nature of capacity 
and capacity building. Without the framework, a 
school that is looking to improve might concentrate 
its efforts in just one area and ignore the importance 
of the other three areas. For example, it is a frequent 
effort in schools to hire the best teachers and staff 
possible so that students can have access to highly 
qualified personnel. As the capacity framework 
suggests, however, hiring the right people without 
also making sure they are collaborating effectively 
and trust one another (social capital), are teaching 
with tools that are integrated into the school’s 
overall improvement mission (program coherence), 
and are provided with high-quality professional 
development tools (resources) can mean that overall 
capacity will suffer. 


Benefits of a Common Definition of 

"Capacity" in Schools 

• Pinpointing of areas of weakness leads 
to better targeting of solutions 

• Demonstrating the interconnected 
nature of capacity-building efforts 

• Reorienting policymaking to focus on 
specific school needs 
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On the other hand, when a school makes a key 
investment in one component of capacity, that 
investment can have a spillover effect in other areas 
of capacity. For example, consider the low-capacity 
school described above in which the curriculum was 
outdated and district leadership resisted change. 

Had that school received new materials (resources), 
it is probable that teachers would be more likely to 
stay in the school (human capital), teachers would be 
more prone to collaborate around material in which 
they had more confidence (social capital), and the 
curriculum itself would be aligned to school goals 
and state standards (program coherence). 

Policymakers also benefit from this more specific 
definition and working framework for capacity. 
Instead of focusing solely on the distinct programs 
and strategies that are intended to bring about 
school improvement, the capacity framework 
encourages policymakers to think first about the 
components of capacity in schools. When capacity 
levels are considered prior to the selection of an 
improvement program, it may help to improve the 
quality of the program selected, as well as the 
implementation of the program later on. For 
example, if policymakers are looking to incentivize 
the adoption of a new strategy — we can use small 
learning communities as an example — it would be 
helpful to first understand how this new learning 
arrangement fits into the capacity framework. Will 
small learning communities encourage collaboration 
(social capital) or cause more isolation? What types 
of staff skills are required to make it run effectively 
(human capital)? How easily can it be integrated 
into existing school frameworks (program 
coherence)? What kinds of supports are necessary to 
make it run effectively (resources)? These questions 
can help to ensure that new programs and strategies 
are the right ones given specific school contexts. 

On a larger scale, a more specific and applicable 
definition of capacity can actually change the way 
that policymakers view school improvement. 
Currendy, the performance-based accountability 
system in NCLB is designed to focus on the outputs 
of performance, here measured by state standardized 
tests. A renewed focus on capacity could help to 
enhance the way we view improvement in schools, 
looking at how schools are being run rather than 
solely looking at their outcomes. Instead of viewing 
schools in terms of subgroups and numbers, a 
framework for capacity allows policymakers to home 


in on the specific areas of strength and deficiency 
within a school. This approach would allow a much 
more nuanced approach to school improvement; 
investing in the types of capacity that are most 
needed in each school. In conjunction with a 
performance system that measures the value being 
added by each school, a system that examines school 
capacity as defined here would help us to 
understand that each school faces its own challenges 
that need to be addressed in different ways. 

Creating a school improvement tool that focuses on 
the capacity components is not an easy task, 
especially since the capacity components are not 
always easy to measure. For example, the political 
controversy surrounding efforts to measure teacher 
effectiveness (including value-added measures of 
teacher performance) have highlighted the difficulty 
in measuring human capital within the school 
context. Additionally, there already exist several self- 
assessment tools that are available to schools, which 
may make it difficult for schools to understand the 
value of a separate capacity measuring tool. For 
example, the Indicators for Effective Principal Leadership 
in Improving Student Achievement in Maryland focuses 
on the key leadership qualities that principals should 
possess (MD Dept, of Education, 2010) and the 
RISC Organizational Self-Assessment Tool allows 
schools to assess their decision-making process as 
they attempt to undertake standards-based reform 
(RISC, 2012). Furthermore, Harvard’s Public 
Education Leadership Project (PELP) has developed 
a “coherence framework” that districts can use to 
analyze the degree to which programs and strategies 
are coherent and aligned to the instructional core 
(Childress et al., 2007). These types of tools, while 
helpful for schools, do not serve the same purpose as 
the proposed capacity tool, however. Most self- 
assessment tools are one-dimensional, looking at one 
specific aspect of school improvement, such as 
leadership or decision-making, and focus on student 
achievement as the sole indicator of effectiveness. 
Other tools that are multi-dimensional — for 
example, the Conditions for School Effectiveness 
Self Assessment in Massachusetts, which allows 
educators to see if their school meets 1 1 identified 
conditions for effectiveness (MA Dept, of Education, 
2010) - do not sufficiently address the connections 
between the many moving parts in a school that can 
affect school improvement efforts, as well as predict 
future improvement outcomes. 
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Investing in a high-quality capacity measurement 
tool that uses the framework put forth here and 
takes into account the interconnected nature of 
schooling would therefore likely yield myriad 
returns. Schools could use this tool to become 
aware of their areas of strength and weakness; 
researchers could identify trends in school, district, 
and regional deficiencies; and policymakers could 
better understand the needs of schools in their 
district or state. Most importantly, however, school- 
level personnel would — for perhaps the first time in 
many years — feel empowered to change their school 
for the better based on knowledge of their school’s 
specific areas of strengths and weaknesses. 
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